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CITY OF SAN DIEGO 
Commission on Gang Prevention and Intervention 

January 18, 2007 
 
To: Commissioner 
 
From: Lynn Sharpe-Underwood 
 Executive Director 
 
 
Action Item-3: 
 
Define the focus commission will be working on and direct an Ad Hoc committee to 
complete a workplan. 
 
Background 
 
The charge by the City is for the Commission to develop strategies to reduce gang 
violence. Gang problems in City of San Diego are not the same as in other communities 
across the county. Therefore clarifying what the Commission will be focusing on should 
be developed to reflect the local concerns and involve all who are working on the issues 
– law enforcement, schools, community organizations and the community. Further, it 
will help in defining the types of data that need to be collected and refine the questions 
regarding risk factors and protective factors for any further analysis/surveys to assess 
gaps in services.  
 
Defining Gangs 
 
According to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, no one has 
been able to adequately define the term “gang” and there is little consensus among 
researchers about the term itself. 
 
The demographics of a gang member are the following: 

• Nationally, average age of gang members is 17-18 years old. There  is conflicting 
date that shows  the age span is actually 15-17. Law enforcement usually 
reflects older because that is who is getting arrested self-reporting surveys show 
younger. Typical  age range  of gang members is 12- 24.  

• Gang Researcher Malcolm Klein, points out that “vulnerability to joining gangs is 
highest among youths from 13-15 years and decreases thereafter.”* 

• Females gang members are being arrested more than before. No real data about 
the growth of female gang members. 

• The median age for joining a gang is 14 years old. 
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• Researchers do agree that ethnic gangs are more similar than dissimilar and that 
that risk factors for gang involvement and protective factors for keeping youth 
out of gangs crosses ethnic lines (though cultural sensitivity is critical in program 
design. 

It is important to include law enforcements definitions of street gangs as part of the 
focus per The California Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention (S.T.E.P.) Act 
California Penal Code Section 186.22 

f) As used in this chapter, "criminal street gang" means any ongoing 
organization, association, or group of three or more persons, whether formal or 
informal, having as one of its primary activities the commission of one or more of 
the criminal acts enumerated in paragraphs (1) to (25), inclusive, of subdivision 
(e), having a common name or common identifying sign or symbol, and whose 
members individually or collectively engage in or have engaged in a pattern of 
criminal gang activity. 

The legal consequences of being a member of a street gang impact the suppression 
strategies and influence the prevention and intervention discussions that focus on the 
needs of youth gang members. 

Defining the Focus 

The Commission’s recommendations and work is to impact those who are members of 
local gangs as well as those at risk of joining gangs.   

The Commission’s vision is to develop a more strategic, coordinated, and 
collaborative effort between the City, law enforcement agencies, social service 
providers, and the general public with the objective of significantly curtailing 
gang involvement, and its negative impact, in the City of San Diego. 

As a result, a clearly defined focus will illuminate the work to be done and the data that 
need to be collected to support the recommendations. 

 As an example, consider these California cities’ definitions and descriptions. 

San Jose Mayor’s Gang Task Force  
 
The final report of the Mayor’s Task Force stated on page 11: 
 

The MGPTF target population is: youth ages 12-21 exhibiting high-risk behaviors; 
youth committing intentional acts of violence; youth exhibiting high-risk 
behaviors related to gang lifestyles; youth identified as gang members and/or 
arrested for gang-related incidents or acts of gang violence; and families 



Action Item-3                                                          - 3- 

(including parents and children) and friends of youth involved with the gang 
lifestyle or incarcerated for gang-related crimes. 

Santa Clarita 
 
In earlier Task Forces  like  Santa Clarita’s 1999 Report, many cities simply used and/or 
modified the general definition of a gang as developed by Scott Decker and  David 
Curry**: 
 

A gang is a group of three or more persons who have a common identifying sign, 
symbol, or name and whose members individually, or collectively, engage in or 
have engaged in a pattern of criminal activity creating an atmosphere of fear and 
intimidation in the community. 

 
Conclusion 
 
It also should be noted that many communities  are just beginning to create 
organizations such as ours to impact the gang violence in their communities. The City of 
San Jose has become the model for such efforts. Other cities, Fresno, Salinas, San 
Francisco and Santa Rosa have quickly moved forward to attempt to implement that 
model.   
 
Each city defines their focus very differently according to their local experience. There 
have been other collaborations within the County that have taken a county-wide view of 
the juvenile delinquency and the gun violence issue and these collaborations are 
ongoing from the Juvenile Justice Comprehensive Strategy Task Force to the District 
Attorney’s monthly Gang meetings and the Project Safe Neighborhood collaboration 
that deals with gun violence to name a few.   
 
The urgency of the problem of gang violence in our community requires that the 
Commission move forward simultaneously responding to current issues but also 
carefully laying the ground work for a strategic response that can be sustained and 
accomplish the goal of seriously reducing gang violence and the potential for more gang 
violence in our community. Clarifying the focus prepares the commission to work 
together with the community on this issue. 
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